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Beeson: The St. Augustine Historical Restoration

THE ST. AUGUSTINE HISTORICAL
RESTORATION
By ELEANOR BEESON
The St. Augustine Historical Restoration conducted under the auspices of Carnegie Institution
of Washington with the cooperation of the City of
St. Augustine is dedicated to the purpose of preserving and redeveloping the physical remains of
the centuries of history of this region, site of the
first permanent white settlement on the Atlantic
seaboard, thereby creating a beautiful national
shrine where the meaning of the great events embodied in these monuments will be understandable.
The restoration is being undertaken in the interest of the people of the United States in the
hope that its achievement will present objectively
a great panorama of history which will have meaning for the most casual traveler. The average man
has no dynamic interest in history and is seldon
aware of its possible connection with him and his
daily living. Yet it is only by that broader vision,
which takes in and understands the long succession
of events through the centuries, that man may come
to realize the true significance of the era in which
he lives, and through comparison enjoy both the
perspective and a better judgment of its values.
Perhaps one of the major advantages of travel
lies in this possibility of enrichment through contact with evidences of the past. To the usual
traveler the value of this contact with other places
and things is one which he does not analyze. He
will generally say that he “travels from a need to
This account of the plans and progress of the Restoration was
prepared, at the request of the editor, under the direction of
Dr. Verne E. Chatelain, Staff Member of Carnegie Institution
of Washington and Director of the St. Augustine Restoration
program. Miss Beeson is in charge of Public Relations of
the Restoration.-(Ed.)
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get away and see something different” and that he
“returns with a fresher outlook”. This lack of
appreciation and understanding is not the fault of
the traveler alone. There has been little effort on
the part of the historian and others to eliminate
confusion from these historical scenes which have
escaped to a degree at least the ravages of time
and the carelessness of man. For this reason the
traveler in America is faced on one side with confusion and on the other with a dearth of historical
evidence of a physical nature.
In the United States, despite sharp geographical
contrasts, the successive scenes which man has created are of such a sameness as to be almost without meaning. As a nation we have been as wasteful of our historical resources. as we have been of
our natural ones, allowing the monuments and other
physical remains, distinctive and objective realities
of history, representing individualism in localities,
to crumble and disappear. In their place, other
distinctive monuments have seldom risen to reflect
the contrasting characteristics of the people and the
geographical environment of separate localities,
but rather buildings constructed in the spirit of
the industrial era in which we live-the spirit of
sameness and standardization. Thus from coast to
coast where once was a rapidly shifting kaleidoscope
of startling changes, the traveler now is faced with
the monotony of regularity in towns and cities:
corner drug stores, department and chain stores,
movie houses; skyscrapers. Even large cities are
merely his home town on a larger, grander scale.
St. Augustine is unique, for here remain seventyfive monuments, evidence of a rich and colorful
past standing in an Old World atmosphere which
has not been entirely lost in the standardization of
modern times. It is therefore the objective of the
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restoration program to eliminate all elements of
meaningless character and to develop an appropriate setting. To this end anachronistic buildings,
poles and wires which hurt the beauty of old things
will be removed. The motley assortment of signs
will be eliminated. Traffic will be so controlled
that both resident and visitor may traverse the
narrow ancient streets and experience again that
peace and quiet which is so much a part of their
original character.
In redeveloping the story of the past the historian usually relies on written records alone,
though these sources sometimes are colored by an
attitude of prejudice; and, important as they are,
they cannot be wholly depended upon as an accurate record of fact.
Here a different approach will be used. Research
will be pan-scientific in method: the archeologist,
architect, engineer, geologist, astronomer, botanist, the students of cartography, physical and human
geography, languages, medicine, agriculture, plant
ecology, anthropology, and paleontology, will work
together to uncover in the very earth itself, in the
flora and fauna, in the presence of certain foods
and medicines and in the absence of others, in the
prevalence of hurricanes, shifting sand bars, mosquitos and other pests, in the materials of which
the buildings were constructed and other uses of
rock formations and plant life, in old pictures, maps,
drawings, letters, diaries, court records, legal papers, in old newspapers, those elements which have
not been fully understood, in many instances entirely undiscovered, and which are as important
factors in the course which history has taken as
battles won or lost and territories conquered.
When every available shred of evidence in the
story of St. Augustine is uncovered, it will then
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be possible to fit. together the great pattern of this
picture which will be both historically and scientifically accurate. Only after this is accomplished
will it be possible to give a proper interpretation
which will be of value to man today and to the
succeeding generations.
As Dr. Chatelain says, “The plan will result in
making St. Augustine a great laboratory of history,
as well as of the fine arts and democracy, useful
not only in understanding more fully how life progresses but effective because of its objective realism, far more than books and classrooms can be,
in educating all classes of citizens to what may be
termed historical-mindedness.”
Centuries ago aboriginal Timucuan tribes encamped on the site that is now St. Augustine as
well as on the sand and shell mounds both up and
down the coast. It was with these tribes that the
first white men had contact and the Indian played
an important part in the white man’s life until the
end of the Seminole wars in the nineteenth century. For the full understanding of this story it
is therefore essential to go back and recreate, insofar as is possible, the life of these Timucuan
tribes and their successors.
The aborigine left no conscious record of his daily
life other than primitive pictographs. There lies
however, buried in the ground, other vivid and
graphic records of this story. Already in the
course of the archeological research at St. Augustine, more than 50,000 objects have been unearthed
dating from the present century back a thousand
years. Among these are many from the Timucuan
and other Indian periods. The story of the men
who left these remains is inherent in the objects
them~s_elyes.
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judgment. It is not sufficient merely to reflect the
opinion of others. Whatever the subject may be
it is essential that the student be led to the materials under discussion. Without such contact the
picture is certain to be inexact. Errors of direct
observation may be large but under any circumstances they are less than those of a second hand
story.”
Such an ideal is what the St. Augustine Restoration is offering, in order that the layman as well as
the student may be led to the “materials under
discussion”, and may judge for himself the meaning of the past.
The first major reconstruction project is already
under way-an objective presentation of some of
the characteristics of the first little settlement
within the Old City Gates. This includes the reconstruction of the inner line of defense, north of
the city, stretching from Matanzas Bay to the San
Sebastian River. The entrance to the city through
this line was by the ancient city gates and already
the coquina moat bridge has been uncovered and
partially restored. The next step will be the dig.ging out of the moat and along this line the redevelopment of the high earthen defense work topped
with palisade, planted with Spanish bayonets, and
intercepted at intervals by redoubts mounted with
guns.
If the visitor to St. Augustine knows nothing of
its history, he will nevertheless be stopped by tha.t
impressive scene and will need no one to tell him
that here ,is an ancient city once needing protection
from attack by land. On his left rises the weathered battlements of Fort Marion, protection from the
menace by sea: the story in coquina, earth, iron
and wood, of a frontier outpost, primitive settlement of white men, struggling both with the ele-
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of cooking food. Furthermore, on the sides of this
pot have been imprinted an artistic and intricate
design, evidence of the artistic potentialities of
these men ; and in its bottom has been pierced a
small round hole which obviously indicates “ceremonial killing” or evidence of the religious belief
that objects of the’ deceased must be “killed” in
order to accompany them in after-life.
Bone hair pins, stone gorgets, ceremonial weapons, stone pestles for grinding meal, arrow heads,
flint, skeletal remains besmeared with ochreus clay
tell of modes of dress, hunting, fishing, preparing
food and burial of the dead. The material of which
some of these objects are made is not indiginous to
Florida, thus suggesting the far-flung trade with
other tribes; moreover in the very stratification of
the shell and animal bones in the mounds on which
he lived may be gained considerable knowledge of
the native’s preference in food.
So, as the archeological work uncovers more evidence the story will grow and be enriched until
finally it may be possible to reconstruct an authentic Indian village on some one of the ancient sites
at St. Augustine, where the visitor can easily visualize with the aid of the restored historical scene
the communal life of these tribes. Warriors, chiefs,
Indian women and maidens can be modelled, so
that it will require little imagination to know something of these native people in their original habitat.
Stressing the importance of historical realism
Dr. John C. Merriam, President of Carnegie Institution, has said, “Adult education representing
maintenance of intellectual and spiritual growth is
the best guaranty of continuing interest in life. The
soul that ceases to develop is practically dead. Education must include the opportunity for the individual to develop not only his knowledge but his

--~~e~~~~rles, experienc- -__
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ing for himself, to a degree at least, that feeling
of uncertainty and danger which for three centuries
dominated the life of this community and determd
ined its growth. His mind thus attuned to the past,
he is ready to enter the city to see its monuments
and narrow streets and begin to understand them.
I
What is more, he will begin to judge for himself
c
the meaning of those events and their value to him.
The city gates are today silhouetted against a
x
background of markets, gasoline stations and mod-+
ern brick buildings which so detract from their
beauty that it is easy to pass them by without even
noticing them. On the completion of this defense
line project, the area behind the city gates and St.
George, the first little street of the settlement, will
-4
be cleared of inharmonious conditions, leaving only
such historic buildings as the old schoolhouse, the
old curiosity shop and the Spanish inn. Along old
St. George Street will at length be reconstructed
the first houses which comprised this settlement,
together with some of the ancient gardens and
patios.
Meanwhile the restoration staff is conducting an
intensive research into every available written recfi
ord, including cartographic and pictorial materials,
and a bibliography is being compiled of all such
sources both here and abroad, in order that accurate case histories of each existing monument, as
i
well as others to be reconstructed, may be determined. Legend and folk-lore have an important place
in the history of a people and it is part of the
general program to recognize such folk-lore; customs and traditions that will throw light on the
character and temperament of this people as well

-1
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as having value of beauty and poetry within themselves. In treating historic buildings and sites reconstruction will of course be based on the evidence
of historical fact alone. However, in relating the,
story of the events associated with these monuments, both fact and legend will have their place
although the one will be sharply differentiated from
the other. Thus, as historical evidence is accumulated it will be possible to proceed with restoration
and reconstruction in other sections of the historic
area. Private owners of historic sites and buildings will not be interfered with in their ownership,
control, and maintenance of such property so long
as they operate in accordance with the general
policies and ideals of the restoration program.
The history of a people is not all tragedy and
bloodshed. Their gayety, their songs and their
laughter are just as much a part of the picture as
the sound of cannon and the desperate struggle
against hunger and disease and human enemies.
The redevelopment of the customs and traditions
and legends of the people will therefore take form
in the staging of historic pantomimes, pageants and
plays in the great amphitheatre to be constructed.
Fiestas and street festivals will occur; not annually, as does the colorful “Day in Old Spain” but
perhaps once a month so that no matter at what
time the visitor plans his trip to St. Augustine, he
may arrange it so as to be present at one of these
gala events where the spirit of other days is
revived.
Long forgotten recipes for old Spanish dishes
and drinks will be used again. Linen and lace making, once a home industry here, will be encouraged.
Old customs of singing the fromajardis, the Easter
serenade, and other colorful customs such as masked balls, the posey dance, etc., will be resumed.
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The historical museum might be called the
microcosm of this comprehensive story and will be
the first point of visit for the tourist. At the entrance there will be a model of the entire restored
area. In sequence the visitor will pass through
period rooms beginning with Timucuan and depicting the successive stages of history in St. Augustine.
For each period there will be dioramas of the town
and region, as it then existed, as well as models of
men and women showing their physical characteristics and their mode of dress. Displays of artifacts, explanatory charts, pictures and drawings
will supplement the models and dioramas. In this
manner the visitor will pass from century to century of history in a brief time, obtaining a comprehensive idea of the scope of the entire story and
the relation of the various periods to one another.
He can then go out intelligently to visit the scenes
of this great historical panorama.
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